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was done in the nailing industry at least as early as the time
of Elizabeth. In the early eighteenth century the Abraham
Darbys applied pit coal to the mow difficult field of blast
.furnace practice, and Henry Cort extended its range to
include finished iron.
However, nail-making did not increase purely from the
cheapness of its labour and the abundance of its i\iel.
A crucial invention, the slitting mill, derived from Europe
about 1600, helped it forward greatly. The mill of two
rollers slit the iron sheet into thin rods that could be forged
into nails; and local tradition associates the family of Foley
with its introduction. But the market was still local:
it was only with the eighteenth century that transport
improved and the market widened, thereby permitting a
further division of labour. Then the increase in the market
and the degree of specialisation called for a commercial
and organising centre; and this was found not in the old
town of Coventry, which lay too far to the east, but in the
new town of Birmingham. It was not a particularly
delectable place: it has even been suggested that its bare
heath roughened the inhabitants into inventive vigour.
Be that as it may, the Birmingham of 1700, though little
more than a great village, was enterprising and liberal.
On and around Birmingham the Huguenots had put their
welcome mark, including a new glass trade. Moreover,
Birmingham was happy alike in peace and war. From
swords and pikes it went on to muskets and heavy ordnance.
In peace its leaders were Birmingham toys, buckles, buttons,
beads and a whole series of knick-knacks for the home
market, the Guinea Coast, the West Indies and the American
mainland. And for this light traffic the river navigation of
the Stour and the Severn, supplemented by the packhorse,
was adequate. It was only when the heavy iron industry
developed after 1760 that canals became as necessary to the
Black Country as to the Potteries, and there were no greater
patrons of improved roads and new canals than Matthew
Boulton and Josiah Wedgwood. London resented the
Brummagem upstart and tried to repress it, but the upstart
fought back and put London in its place, securing its own
Assay Office in 1773, and its own Proof House for guns in